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John R. Searle Las Meninas and Representation
At first sight Las Meninas, or The Royal Family as it was called until the nineteenth century, appears to be a conventional, if spectacular, representation of royal personages and their attendants ( fig. 1 ). The center of attention (and the physical center of the bottom half of the canvas) is occupied by the figure of the Infanta Margarita, then aged five. She was born in 1651; the painting was made in 1656. She subsequently was married off to Leopold the First of Austria and died at an early age in Vienna. On her right kneeling to offer a red buicaro on a silver traypresumably filled with the perfumed water then drunk in the Escorialis Maria Augustina Sarmiento. On the Infanta's left leaning toward her is another maid of honor, Isabel de Velasco, daughter of the Count of Colmenares.2 Both girls are good looking young aristocrats, expensively dressed, wearing elegant wigs. All of the standard authors say that Isabel is bowing or curtsying deferentially toward the Infanta, but closer scrutiny reveals that she is not paying the slightest attention to the Infanta; she is looking intently at-well, we will get to that in a minute. On her left is the squat ugly figure of a palace dwarf, Mari-Barbola, who as Trapier writes "came into the palace service in 1651 and received various favours throughout the years, including a pound of snow on each summer's day in 1658."" Palomino describes her as having an "aspecto formidable." Beside her is another dwarf (some authors call him a midget as distinct from a dwarf), Nicolasito Pertusato, who has his foot on the back of a sleepy looking dog in the foreground. Behind Maria Augustina is the painter himself, Diego Velazquez, caught in the very act of painting; palette on his left forearm, brush in his right hand. He stands ready for action, but curiously he is several feet away from the huge canvas on which he is working, since dofia Maria Augustina is plainly between him and the canvas. Furthermore the canvas on which he is working occupies almost the entire left hand edge of the picture: the blank back of the canvas, relieved only by the wooden framing and the leg of the easel, occupies more of the area of Las Meninas than do any of the figures. but he in turn, like everyone else, apparently gets most of his information from Palomino.
I list the cast of characters to emphasize the excruciating realism with which this picture is painted. There is nothing fanciful or even fictional about it: one is left feeling that it is only an accident of the chroniclers that we do not know the names of the dog and the guardadama and that the contemporaries must surely have been able to recognize them both. Furthermore it is obvious that we are supposed to be able to tell who these people are. That is not just a young girl, that is the Infanta of Spain, and that is not just any artist, that is don Diego Velhizquez, and so forth.
So much for the surface features of the picture. Now our problems begin. On the back wall, above the head of the Infanta, is a mirror of medium size, perhaps three feet high. In the mirror, exactly opposite us, the spectators, is reflected the image of Philip IV and his second wife Maria Ana.
When we notice this mirror the firm ground of pictorial realism begins to slip away from us. The vertigo produced by this slippage is increased when we reflect on the relations between the mirror and two other puzzling aspects of the picture: the eyes of six of the principal characters of the picture, as well as the eyes in the mirror, are all focused at a point outside the picture, the point at which we, the observers, stand; and second, the face of the canvas on which Diego Velazquez is working, a canvas which is immense and prominent in the picture, is invisible to us. At one level the picture is indeed about Margarita and her entourage; at another level the picture is about two things, one of which lies outside the picture and the other of which is invisible.
2
The general problem of meaning is how the mind imposes intentionality on entities that are not intrinsically intentional. Our beliefs, fears, hopes, desires, perceptual experiences, and intentions are intrinsically intentional; they are directed at objects, events, and states of affairs in the world. But our utterances, writings, and pictures are not in that way intrinsically intentional; they are physical phenomena in the The picture P looks to the spectator at B the way the scene looked to the artist at A, under those aspects F (that is, visual aspects) under which the scene is depicted by P. A is to O under F, as B is to P under F. The ideal artist sees the scene from point A in the real world space, and the ideal observer stands at B outside the picture space and relative to it in such a way that P from B looks like O from A under aspect F. This gives the picture its illusionist reading-the observer sees the picture as if he were seeing the original scene; and its illusionist reading is the basis of its representational reading-the observer sees the picture as a representation of the scene in virtue of the imposition of intentionality on its illusionist elements which are at the basis of the representational elements. Notice that it is a consequence of this analysis that for every standard representational picture there is a point of view B from which it is supposed to be seen, and B on the illusionist reading is as if it were identical with A. That is, we are to think of ourselves as if we were seeing the scene from the point of view of the artist, and this makes possible the representational reading where we see the picture as a representation of the original scene. And this is why incidentally the angle at which B subtends P will normally be more obtuse than the angle at which A subtends O. For most pictures we are supposed to look at the picture from much closer than the artist looked at the original scene. Furthermore it is a tacit convention of the institution of classical pictorial representation that, for example, we do not look at pictures while standing on our heads or with our noses pressed against the canvas. This convention can be violated, as in the various examples of anamorphosis,5 where in order to see the picture as resembling the object, we need to look at it from some weird angle, and not from in front.
Ambiguous pictures often derive their ambiguity from an ambiguity in point of view. Even though our location in front of the Necker cube pictured below is fixed, there are two positions the cube can be seen as occupying relative to us and hence two points of view:
For interesting examples and a discussion of anamorphosis, see Fred Leeman, Hidden Images (New York, 1975).
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Formally speaking, to repeat, in classical pictorial representation the relations are as follows: O looks from A under F as P looks from B under F. This has the consequence that to see P from B under F is as if one were seeing O from A under F. And this in turn underlies our ability to see P as a pictorial representation of O under F. In the case of fictional or fictionalized pictures the artist need not have actually seen the object he is painting. Indeed the object may not exist, as when he paints a purely mythological figure, or even when he paints actual persons and objects he need not have seen them in the situations in which he depicts them. In such cases the artist paints as if he had seen such objects or had seen them in the situation in which he paints them.
What I have described above is so to speak part of the axiom system of classical illusionist representative painting. The problem with Las Meninas is that it has all the eyemarks of classical illusionist painting but it cannot be made consistent with these axioms.
3
The simplest of its paradoxes is that we see the picture not from the point of view of the artist but from that of another spectator who also happens to be one of the subjects of the picture. It is the first painting as far as I know to be painted from the point of view of the model and not from that of the artist. On the illusionist reading it is as if we were identical with Philip IV and his wife Maria Ana, who are posing for the painter (standing at his big canvas) and looking at the scene which includes an image of ourselves in the mirror. It is not as if B equals A but as if B equals some other point C from which one of the characters in the picture is watching himself in a mirror in the picture being painted by the artist on the left. Or to put it another way, it is indeed as if B equals A (the artist's point of view), but the artist has moved away from A and allowed one of the characters in the picture to move into A. The full import of the fact that A is occupied by the model and not by the artist is that the artist can't occupy the position he has to occupy according to the axioms of pictorial representation because the position is already taken. Imagine any artist you like painting this picture-or any camera taking it for that matter-and you have to imagine the artist or camera at point A; but in this painting they can't be at point A because that point is already occupied by the models Philip IV and Maria Ana.
Point A, which must lie outside any scene, just as point B must lie outside any picture, is in an important sense the subject of this painting.
John R. Searle Las Meninas and Representation
Six of the characters and the two mirror images are all looking at it. Isabel is not curtsying, she is leaning over to reduce parallax. She is leaning forward, just as Velazquez is leaning backward, to reduce the angle at which she perceives us, Philip IV and Maria Ana, as we stand at point A perceiving ourselves in the mirror.6 This paradox becomes deeper if we ask the next obvious question: What is the artist painting on the big canvas whose working surface is invisible to us? But before answering that I want to contrast Las Meninas with two other sorts of paintings which bear some similarities to the Vela'zquez but where the axioms of pictorial representation are not violated. The point of the comparisons is to show that the resolution of apparent paradoxes in these other paintings will not work for Las Meninas.
First, when an artist using a mirror paints a self-portrait of a familiar and conventional kind, none of the axioms of classical representation are violated: though artist and object are identical on the illusionist reading, it is still as if A equals B; we see the artist in the picture as he saw himself in the mirror. This is made possible by the introduction of another representing device, the mirror; and in a sense the mirror image becomes the subject of the painting. The artist represents a representation. The canvas he is painting on is much too large for any such portrait. The canvas on which he is painting is indeed about as big as the one we are looking at, about 10 feet high and 8 feet wide (the dimensions of Las Meninas are 3.19 meters by 2.67 meters). I think that the painter is painting the picture we are seeing; that is, he is painting Las Meninas by Velaizquez. Although this interpretation seems to me defensible on internal grounds alone, there are certain bits of external evidence: as far as we know, the only portrait Velaizquez ever painted of the royal couple is the one we are looking at, Las Meninas. Velaizquez is plainly painting us, the royal couple, but there is no other picture in which he did that; and indeed he seldom used such large canvases for interiors. The Spinners is a large-scale interior but most of his big canvases are equestrian portraits of Spanish royalty.
We have already seen that the picture is paradoxical because point A is occupied not by the artist but by the model; and the full import of that is that the artist can't occupy the point he has to occupy because the position is already taken. We can't think an artist into the position as we can with the Courbet or with a standard self-portrait with a mirror because the position is filled with two people posing for the picture we are seeing but standing outside it at the point of view A. But now we uncover a second paradox. The artist has a point of view but it is an impossible one; he is inside the scene looking out at point A and painting the very same picture we are seeing from point A (that is, from point B which is identical with A on the illusionist reading).
One way to see the force of these paradoxes is to imagine changes in the picture that would remove them. Imagine that the royal couple and the painter trade places. We see VelAzquez in the mirror working on the picture and the king and queen off to the left. Such a picture would be a conventional mirror self-portrait with a rather large supporting cast. The artist is back at point A where he belongs and the models are in zone O, where they are conceptually harmless. Or suppose we saw Philip IV in the mirror working on a canvas with a paintbrush in his hand. Then we
